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VAN MOUR:
A Dutch Painter of the Bosphorus
A
J L  J L  t the end of the 17th century Jean 
Baptiste Van Mour, a native of the Flemish city of 
Valenciennes, was sent to Istanbul, He cam e not 
as a diplomat but rather as an artistic envoy of the 
King. Throughout the decades he lived here he 
grew to  be enchanted by the city and painted its 
fascination for him. Thanks to that we, too, can 
enjoy the colorful life of those years as he 
recorded it.
Van Mour was born on January 9, 1671 in 
Valenciennes, a Flemish city in France. His father 
was a cabinet maker, and according to the city 
records it appears that other members of the 
family followed the same trade.
Nothing is known for sure about Van Mour's 
early life and training. Was he a student at the 
Academ y of Arnold de Vuez in Lille? Was he 
influenced by this master? O r did the writings of 
the French artists who painted Eastern scenes 
stir his imagination? There is no record to explain 
why the son of a carpenter left his motherland.
According to Mariette, Van Mour was invited 
to Istanbul by the French ambassador, de Ferriol. 
His first successes were due to de Ferriol’s 
patronage. Like other ingenious sketchers, Van 
Mour began making drawings of picturesque 
scenes for the foreigners who wanted souvenirs 
of their stay in the Ottoman capital. In those years 
it was common for artists to accompany the 
diplomats. Among the famous Flemish diplomats, 
Sheppers, Ryms and Busbecq had brought their 
own artists. A century before Van Mour, Pietro 
della Valle had produced a book of not top flatter­
ing pictures illustrating the social life of Istanbul 
and the various costumes.This was entitled “ Les 
Fameux Voyages de Pietro della Valle.”
Van Mour was in istanbul at a time when the 
foreign society was distinguished and the repre­
sentatives of the European courts vied with each 
other in pomp and elegance. Many kinds of 
entertainments -  dinners, picnics, ca rna va ls - 
were given throughout the year. In this society
prime importance was given to the painter who 
could capture the stateliness and pageantry of 
the people and the events.
A Dutch traveller, Saumery, wrote a book, 
"M emoires et Avantures Secretes et Curieuses 
d’un Voyage du Levant,” describing what he saw 
of fashionable society in the Belgrade Forest in 
the summer. “You can find everything there 
which attracts the English and French. After the 
restricted life in the city, women especially revel in 
the open air... Comfortable tents, pitched near the 
Black Sea, at mealtimes shelter ostentatious 
dinner tables. The Black Sea, where the waves 
are always rolling in, murmurs thousands of mel­
odies and sharpens the appetites that have 
already been whetted by the tastefully prepared 
food... Four times a week balls are given in İstan­
bul. On the nights when there are no balls, walks 
in the fields are organized...
"Hunting horns are piped eight times at 8 
o 'c lock in the morning at which all the people go
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into the big parlor to have a cup of tea, coffee or 
cocoa. Then from 9 o’clock until noon all are at 
leisure to do what they want. At 11 o’c lock the 
horns are piped again to remind people of the 
mealtime. They all sit around a splendid table. 
After spending five or six hours talking, the meal 
cerem ony ends with coffee. Different games are 
played until 7 o ’clock. At 8 o’clock the first call for 
dinner or the ball is sounded by the horns. The 
foreign society dances until 11 o ’clock. Some­
times the dancing begins again and goes on until 
2 a.m. when the very busy day ends."
Van Mour had a special place in that society. 
One of his first comm issions was 100 small paint­
ings illustrating the most interesting costumes of 
the Ottoman Empire. They are like a parade of 
Sultans, various Palace officers, a crowd of ser­
vants wearing black and white aprons, slaves, 
halberdiers and sappers. The Admiral, the Grand 
Vizier, generals, imams, muftis with their turbans, 
Janissaries in their several special costumes 
were drawn by him. But not only were the Turks 
colorful; he did not ignore the Hungarians, Wall- 
achians, Greeks, European merchants in long 
Oriental caftans and inhabitants of the Islands. As 
he gained in experience the illustrator became a 
real artist.
Through the years Van Mour must have 
related many memories about the ambassadors 
he knew. He was in a way a symbol of the tradi­
tions and custom s in that constantly changing 
diplomatic community.
Van Mour was welcomed also by Turkish 
society. One painting of his, now hanging in a 
museum in Amsterdam, is of the Whirling Der­
vishes in their convent near the foreign em bas­
sies in Beyoğlu. A naval attaché, the Marquis of 
Bonnac, had Van Mour embellish a document of 
an agreement establishing the fishery service.
A panoram ic view of the harbor, the slopes 
above Galata and Tophane, the magnificent 
scene stretching from the Golden Horn to the 
Seraglio Point, picturesque Istanbul, the sight of 
Mt. O lympus from the French and the Nether­
lands embassy palaces all attracted Van Mour. 
Along with these, he never neglected other 
landscapes, generally painting scenes which 
caught the attention of travellers. He painted a 
funeral at the Karacaahmet Cemetery in 
Üsküdar; he painted Greek women weeping at a 
tomb in the cemetary in T aksim; he painted Chris­
tian wedding ceremonies.
Among the most admired of his works are 
those he painted at the height of his career depict­
ing the grandeur of the ambassadors' audiences 
with the Grand Vizier and their receptions by the 
Sultan. Certainly Van Mour’s sense of the histori­
cal value of such meetings Is obvious in these 
pictures. Neither books of travel nor official m in­
ute books described the ceremonies as vividly as 
his pictures still do,
One amusing event in the reception of the 
Marquis of Bonnac was recorded by Van Mour. 
Having been invited to the Palace, Bonnac’s
reception almost did not take place because of a 
misunderstanding. At the dinner given just before 
the Marquis was to be received by the Sultan the 
Grand Vizier was surprised to find that the Mar­
quis’ children who had been invited were not 
present. In their place Mrs. Bonnac had sent her 
brother, the Priest of Biron. The Grand Vizier was 
willing to entertain the priest, but he had promised 
the Sultan that the Marquis’ sons would be there. 
If necessary, the Grand Vizier said, he would 
prolong the Council meeting and hold up the 
audience until the children could be brought. The 
painting shows the two young sons wearing out- 
sized robes of honor and trying to manage the 
tails of those caftans folded clumsily over their 
arms when the reception finally was held.
Another lively reception was that of the 
Netherlands ambassador, Cornelius Calkoen. 
The ambassador is entering the courtyard in 
great dignity, accom panied by several interpre­
ters, through a crowd of Janissaries surrounded 
by halberdiers who are striking the marble pave­
ment with their sticks. The moment of the ambas­
sador’s entrance has been chosen for the signal 
to the Janissaries to rush upon their platters of 
pilav. The resulting tumult was calculated by the 
Palace to impress the foreigners with the idea that 
although they were beginning to think of the 
Ottoman Empire as in a decline, there was still 
strength and vigor in its army.
Van Mour gained In fame and his atelier 
became a meeting place for the most fashionable 
and elegant society. Ambassadors cam e to 
watch him work. Secretaries and the nobility who
accompanied them met the distinguished 
members of the Ottoman court and visiting Orien­
talists. Mariette noted that, “All foreign ambassa­
dors and nobles who chance to be appointed to 
istanbul have to buy some of Van Mour’s paint­
ings." W hether they were in his atelier to be the 
subject for or the purchaser of his work, all the 
people took many memories from their visits.
During his lifetime Van Mour was honored by 
the French. On November 27,1725 he was given 
the official recognition of "The Exequatur for the 
Greatest Painter of the East.” No French artist had 
been granted that distinction before. But while he 
had Bonnac to thank for the proud title, he was in 
more need of Bonnac's financial assistance. A 
year later he sent a painting of the harbor of 
Istanbul to Bonnac who had returned to France, 
hoping in vain to receive something for it. By then, 
however, many of his paintings were being co l­
lected by the Netherlands ambassador, Corne­
lius Calkoen. These are now in museum s in the 
Netherlands. Some of them included in this article 
are ones I found there.
Van Mour died in istanbul on January 22, 
1737, and was buried in the Jesuit cemetery in 
Galata. All of the French colony was present at 
the simple, romantic, gloomy funeral in the 
church of St. Benoit. He was 66 years old at his 
death. His art, however, still lives and its value has 
increased. In 1985 one of his paintings was sold 
in England for £75,000; it is an oil picture called “A 
Turkish Hunting Party with Sultan Ahm et III and 
His Retinue.” His masterpieces continue to por­
tray istanbul like a visual poem in the vividness of 
colors.
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